Montclair State University

Montclair State University Digital
Commons
Department of Marketing Faculty Scholarship
and Creative Works

Department of Marketing

12-4-2009

The Depiction of Female Models in Sport Television Commercials
in the United States by Degree of Slenderness: An Appraisal
Robin T. Peterson
New Mexico State University

Bing Xu
California State University Dominguez Hills

Yam Limbu
Montclair State University, limbuy@mail.montclair.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.montclair.edu/marketing-facpubs
Part of the Marketing Commons

MSU Digital Commons Citation
Peterson, Robin T.; Xu, Bing; and Limbu, Yam, "The Depiction of Female Models in Sport Television
Commercials in the United States by Degree of Slenderness: An Appraisal" (2009). Department of
Marketing Faculty Scholarship and Creative Works. 232.
https://digitalcommons.montclair.edu/marketing-facpubs/232

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Marketing at Montclair State
University Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Department of Marketing Faculty Scholarship
and Creative Works by an authorized administrator of Montclair State University Digital Commons. For more
information, please contact digitalcommons@montclair.edu.

Journal of Promotion Management, 15:184–203, 2009
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 1049-6491 print / 1540-7594 online
DOI: 10.1080/10496490902881997

The Depiction of Female Models in Sport
Television Commercials in the United States
by Degree of Slenderness: An Appraisal
ROBIN T. PETERSON and BING XU
New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, New Mexico, USA

YAM LIMBU
Montclair State University, Montclair, New Jersey, USA

This manuscript narrates the results of an examination of the portrayal of the degree of slenderness of female models in sport marketing television commercials in the United States. A visual content analysis was employed to gather and to interpret the data. In
turn, the analysis revealed that the commercials utilized substantial numbers of models who were inordinately slender, depicted
these models more favorably than they did heavier models, and
presented them in a fashion that pointed to superior social status
and hierarchy positions.
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INTRODUCTION
The scholarly literature, particularly in the psychology and sociology disciplines, has advanced a variety of studies relating to the depiction of females,
in terms of degrees of slimness, in print advertisements and television commercials. In turn, various writers in the popular and academic media have
accused advertisers of employing models that are so slender that they encourage women and girls to maintain their weight at overly slim levels, leading
to a variety of unhealthy conditions (Heller, 1998). The present study continues the stream of research into an important element of the relationship
between advertising and social responsibility. It sets forth an inquiry which
may provide clues into possible links between sport television advertising

Address correspondence to Robin T. Peterson, Ph.D., Department of Marketing, College
of Business, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, NM 88003. E-mail: Ropeters@nmsu.edu
184

Depiction of Female Models in Sport Television Commercials

185

and social problems among females which include the widespread incidence
of two major eating disorders—anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa.
Previous studies have examined the portrayal of females in advertising,
and some have focused upon the sport marketing sector but none have
examined social authority and hierarchy position, as does this paper. It can
be expected that sport advertisers might portray females differently than
do other advertisers, since physical performance, health, and vitality are
instrumental to the field of sport and are related to degree of slenderness.
This article explores this arena.

LITERATURE REVIEW
There is no conclusive evidence that advertising imposes a direct causal connection on eating disorder predisposition or incidence. In fact, the research to
date suggests that the antecedents to these afflictions are probably multiple,
situational, and interactive (Tylka & Subich, 2004). However, it is possible
that advertising exercises some influence. This review scans the available
evidence regarding potential forerunners of existing disorders, serving as a
springboard for the insights derived from an empirical study.
Marketing and consumer behavior researchers have directed only some
effort toward examining issues pertaining to eating disorders among young
people, particularly females. There is evidence that this is a major social
problem in the United States and other developed countries (LeGrange,
Stone, Brownell, & Kelly, 1998; Piran & Cormier, 2005). Many individuals
have become victims of the two leading disorders—anorexia and bulimia.
Research indicates that nearly twenty percent of the population in the 17–20
age classification may have one or both of the two infirmities and smaller
proportions of other age classes have fallen prey (Steiger, Bruce, & Israel,
2003). Larger numbers of college, high school, middle school, and even
elementary school students are contracting the afflictions at an accelerating
rate (Schur, Sanders, & Steiner, 2000).
In turn, the impact upon the mental, emotional, and physical well-being
of the victims and their families has been substantial (Mond, Rodgers, Hay,
Korten, & Beumont, 2004). In spite of the assertions of theorists and the findings of researchers to the effect that eating disturbances have sociocultural,
personal, and relational correlates, no model of eating disorder symptomatology incorporating all three of these domains has been proposed (Tylka
& Subich, 2004). Social pressures to be slender have emerged as possible
causal factors (Stice, Maxfield, & Wells, 2003). Various inquiries have disclosed that need for approval, fear of rejection, and social dependency may
exert an impact (Hayaki, Friedman, Whisman, Delinsky, & Brownell, 2003).
Studies have unearthed significant correlations between the two eating
disorders and vegetarianism, volume of exercise, stress, and low esteem
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(McLean & Barr, 2003). Further, research has found an association between
perfectionism motives and anorexia/bulimia (Sutandar-Pinnock et al., 2003).
There is some indication that body image distress is a factor (Devlin & Zhu,
2001). In addition, many female athletes are subject to these disturbances
(Beals & Manore, 2002).
There is evidence that exposure to outside influence is a possible contributor to the two disorders (Jacobi, Hayward, de Zwaan, Kraemer, & Agras,
2004). One such factor could be the amount of television viewing, which
is correlated with addiction to both afflictions (Kennedy, 2000). Another is
readership of sports, fitness, and health magazines, where young people are
able to make social comparisons and develop what they feel are critical body
image perceptions (Botta, 2003). In addition, there is a significant relationship between the two disorders and exposure to advertising (Zucker, Harrel,
Miner, Stewart, Abigail, 2002).
A number of studies indicate that anorexia and bulimia are most common among the white middle and upper classes (Rozin, Bauer, & Catanese,
2003). Numerous victims are overachievers who excel in sports, academics,
and other activities (Tylka & Subich, 2004). In turn, they tend to be avid readers of health and fitness magazines and are heavily exposed to the media,
especially television (Prendergast, Leung Kwok, & West, 2002).
The majority of the inquiries relating to eating disturbances have emanated from the medical and social science literature (Botta, 2003). It would
appear that there is justification for in-depth inquiries into this area by researchers in consumer behavior and marketing. They can, for instance, examine the influence on the formation and maintenance of eating disorders
that is associated with advertising. While most informed persons would probably not assert that advertising causes eating afflictions, there are indications
that it could be a contributing force (Leon, Carroll, Chernyk, & Finn, 1984).
Specifically, could the utilization of emaciated models in advertising create
desires for body images which lead to bulimia and anorexia? Do advertisers depict ideal physical images that are not realistic for most children
and young women? The inquiry described here was undertaken to provide
further understanding of such issues as they relate to sport marketing.

HYPOTHESES
H1: In sport marketing television commercials aimed at females, the
frequency of underweight female models will be larger (based upon
their percentage of the total population) than the frequency of models
who are normal weight or overweight.

Some research suggests that advertising spokesperson attractiveness is
a major ingredient for enhancing positive consumer attitudes toward the
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featured product or service and thinness is one of the more important
elements of attractiveness (Krantz, Friedberg, & Andrews, 1985; Koernig &
Page, 2002). Thus, there is motivation, on the part of advertising personnel,
for the utilization of thin models. Studies have revealed that the popular
media place substantial emphasis on thinness as an ideal of feminine
beauty (Owen & Laurel-Seller, 2000). In some magazine advertisements,
digital manipulation of models is employed to picture models as leaner
than they are in reality (Reaves, Hitchon, Park, & Yun, 2004). Overall,
there is considerable evidence to the effect that the creators of televison
commercials may feel impelled to utilize thin models, if their promotion
messages are to achieve the intended results.
H2: In sport marketing television commercials aimed at females, the
portrayal of underweight female models will be more positive than the
portrayal of models who are normal weight or overweight.

Much of the prevailing culture, as reflected in the mass media, tends to
project a positive image of the angular figure category. A study of body types
on prime time television showed underweight characters as more likely to be
considered attractive, to interact with romantic partners, or to display physical
affection. They were more likely to communicate with friends or to talk
about dating, and were less likely to be shown eating—generally they were
associated with specific positive characteristics (Greenberg, Eastin, Hotschire,
Lachtan, & Brownell, 2003). In turn, the popular media is one of the central
channels for such stereotypes because their content communicates social
norms and model behaviors (Goldstein, Sobel, & Newman, 1999).
Television, in particular, may perpetuate positive stereotypes of underweight persons because of the idealization of thin characters, through
ascribing a greater number of positive traits than is the case for the normal
and overweight individuals (Greenberg et al., 2003). Male characters in situation comedies direct more negative feedback to larger than to spare female
characters and these interactions are often accompanied by audience laughter (Fouts & Burggraf, 2000). Based on such findings in the literature, then,
there appears to be support for the premise that underweight persons may
be depicted more positively than their heavier counterparts.
H3: In sport marketing television commercials aimed at females, the
portrayal of social authority will be more positive for underweight than
for normal weight or overweight female models.

Social authority is a measure designating giving advice and receiving
advice (Mastro & Stern, 2003). In turn, it has been the focus of a number
of studies in sociology, anthropology, and psychology, where researchers
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attempt to determine the flow, antecedents, and consequences of counsel
transmission (Doerre, 2002; Platow, Filardo, Troselj, Grace, & Ryan, 2006).
The social authority concept is closely linked to legitimacy. In turn,
legitimacy is a psychological property of an authority, institution, or social
arrangement that leads those connected to it to believe that it is appropriate,
proper, and just—because of legitimacy, people feel that they should defer
to decisions and rules voluntarily (Tyler, 2006). In turn, the social authority
and legitimacy possessed by an individual are heavily influenced by the
esteem, respect, likeability, and social status which he or she holds (Dezalay,
1995).
However, thin persons are often stereotyped by the population at
large and in the media as honest, disciplined, neat, socially attractive, and
likely to do productive work, relative to heavier persons (Harris, Waters,
& Wachull, 1991). To the contrary, heavy individuals can be the target of
discrimination in hiring, promotion decisions, dating, treatment by salespeople, verbal abuse, and other negative responses (Pollitt, 2005). In sum,
there are reasons to suspect that social authority designations by members of the public may be more positive for underweight than for other
persons.
H4: In sport marketing television commercials aimed at females, the
portrayal of hierarchy position will be more positive for underweight
than for normal weight or overweight female models.

Hierarchy position addresses the status of characters from superior to
subordinate (Mastro & Stern, 2003). All known social groups contain dominance hierarchies, either formal or informal (Buss, 2005, p. 676) and hierarchy position delineates location within the hierarchy. This construct has been
the subject of considerable research in psychology and sociology (SinghManoux, Marmot, & Adler, 2005). It answers questions as to who is dominant
over whom (Brantlinger, 2006) and who has power in a formal or informal
social gathering or group (Leitner, 2005).
There is reason to believe that the hierarchy position of individuals is
likely to be upgraded if they are underweight. Existing data suggest a bias in
favor of thin persons and negative conceptualization and categorization of
overweight individuals on the part of the public at large (Greenberg et al.,
2003). Employment discrimination based on this characteristic appears to be
growing (Tebo, 2005) as overweight conditions become increasingly stigmatized (Crocker, Cornwell, & Major, 1993). Also, exposure to advertisements
and other material in the media can impact upon individuals’ perceptions
and attitudes regarding persons in various weight categories and the media
tend to depict thin persons in roles where they govern the affairs of others
(Borgerson & Schroeder, 2002).
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METHODOLOGY
The present study consisted of a content analysis of sport television commercials and focused on the weight-status of the models that appeared in
the commercials. In turn, sport televison commercials were defined as those
which promoted the following products and services:
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
I.
J.
K.

Professional sports
Arenas and stadiums
Race tracks and similar facilities
Country clubs, resorts, bowling alleys, etc.
Sport camps
Nonprofit services, e.g. YMCA
Sporting goods–both manufacturing and retail
Intercollegiate athletics
Sport reporting and information, e.g. ESPN, sport magazines
Sport sponsors
Companies that utilize sport personalities as endorsers of products or
services.

The commercials that were examined appeared in the three major U.S. networks, one local television station, and five cable connections in 2005. During that year all commercials appearing between 8:00 am and 12:00 am on
five randomly-selected days of each month of the year were videotaped. The
commercials were recorded and subsequently the videotapes were played
back for content analysis.
The present study relied upon an assessment of images, rather than
upon the verbal content of the commercials—the traditional content analysis
methodology. The analysis of images is sometimes termed visual analysis,
a technique often engaged in the behavioral sciences, education, and other
fields (Doong et al., 1998). The philosophies and techniques of visual and
traditional content analysis are essentially the same, the main difference being
that, in the former, it is necessary to translate visual impressions to verbal
descriptions that can be measured (Paff & Lakner, 1997). Such a translation
was accomplished in the present study.
The four analysts, who were graduate students with content analysis
experience, examined the commercials appearing on the videotapes and
identified those which obviously focused on females, utilized actual persons
as models, and fell into the categories of sport marketing outlined earlier in
this paper. A total of 1,374 were so identified. Those who were not were
discarded from the sample. The analysts were instructed to work independently and not to communicate with one another regarding their coding
work. Duplicate commercials, within and across networks, cable operations,
and the independent station were not analyzed.
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Content analysis is a widely-employed and well-accepted methodology.
In turn, it involves study of the message itself and not of the communicator
or audience. Well over one-half of the studies cited by Kassarjian (1977) deal
with the use of content analysis to study trends over time or cross-sectional
differences that presumably reflect environmental influences. Interestingly,
content analysis has proved to be a valuable tool in a very large number
of research applications. For instance, it was utilized to appraise magazine
advertisements before and after the U.S. Federal Trade Commission information substantiation program (Healey & Kassarjian, 1983). One study used this
method to study the consumer magazine advertisement portrayal of models
by race in the United States (Peterson, 2007). A somewhat similar inquiry
examined the portrayal of African Americans in magazine advertisements
(Humphrey & Schumer, 1984). In sum, content analysis has a research tradition in the advertising field.
Researchers must be cognizant of the fact that some degree of subjectivity is associated with content analysis. Judgment is required when this
technique for acquiring data and insights is employed. Thus, the numbers
presented in ensuing pages should not be taken as absolute measures of
the variables under study, but rather, as overall gauges of magnitudes and
trends. Further, there is evidence for the results of the study, due to the large
number of commercials studied.
The analysts received three, two-hour training sessions in content analysis. They were briefed on the goals and techniques of this method and were
supplied with definitions of the sport marketing categories; overweight, average weight, and underweight individuals; favorable and unfavorable depiction in advertisements; social authority; and hierarchy position.
The initial step undertaken by the analysts was to designate the weight
grouping of the model. When two or more models appeared in a commercial,
the analysts content analyzed the one who was perceived to be the central
character. If no obvious central character was apparent, the analyst assigned
a number to each model and selected one of these randomly for inclusion
in the sample. In short, the unit of analysis was the central character in a
commercial. The judges identified the central character they had selected, in
order to permit subsequent calculations of inner-rater reliability status.
In another step, the analysts classified the models as to whether they
were portrayed positively or negatively. Next they provided their social
authority designation of each model. Finally, they made a judgment of the
model’s perceived hierarchy position. Special training was needed to prepare the analysts for the task of judging the weight grouping of the models
appearing in the commercials. In the study, the analysts were required to
carefully peruse assigned portions of the contents of several nutrition and
medical books, as a means of obtaining the insights of experts on physical
appearance manifestations of overweight, average weight, and underweight status. Examples of such manifestations are sunken cheeks (for the
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overly-slender) and rounded faces (for the heavy). The author required
that each analyst successfully pass an essay examination covering what
they had read, in order that each one might continue his or her work.
The assigned books and contents were selected by a medical professor
who recommended their use for the intended purpose. The books which
providing the insights:
1. Anderson, L., Dribble, M., Hender, H. M., & Ryubergen, K. (1972). Nutrition in nursing. Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott.
2. Dubos, R. & Pines, M. (1968). Health and disease. New York: Time-Life
Books.
3. Rosenfeld, I. (1989). Symptoms. New York: Simon & Schuster.
4. Strehlow, W., & Hertzka, G. (1988). Hildegard of Bingen’s medicine. Santa
Fe, NM: Bear & Co.
5. Williams, R. J., & Kalita, D. K., Eds. (1977). A physician’s handbook on
orthomolecular medicine. New York: Pergamon Press.
It might be argued that observations by the analysts in classifying weight
categories are subject to bias and that the only true evaluation is to assess
BMI levels. However “ . . . there is wide agreement in the medical literature
that BMI is seriously flawed because it does not distinguish fat from fat-free
mass such as muscle and bone. . . . social science research on obesity would
be enriched by greater consideration of alternate specifications of weight and
height and more accurate measures of fatness” (Burkhauser & Cawley, 2008,
p. 521). Alternative methods are also subject to possible misinterpretation.
According to one source (Campanozzi, Dabbas, Ruiz, Ricour, & Goulet, 2008)
multiple skinfold anthropometry, bioelectrical impedance analysis, and BMI
should not be used interchangeably in the assessment of lean body mass
because of an unacceptable level of agreement between them.
Experience indicates that reasonably accurate estimates can be obtained
through the analysis of body shapes (Tovee, Benson, Emery, Mason, &
Cohen-Tovee, 2003), as was done in the present study. A study involving
Australian Aborigines indicated that participants in the research with high
BMI scores were generally able to classify themselves as overweight
(Cunningham, O’Dea, Dunbar, & Maple-Brown, 2008). In fact, some experts
in the field recommend that parents of adolescents with Type 2 diabetes
should make an effort to improve their ability to accurately assess their
children’s’ level of weight acceptability through observation (Skinner,
Weinberger, Mulvanay, Schlundt, & Rothman, 2008).
In the end result, the present study may not require completely accurate
measurement of lean body mass, at any rate. Perceptions may be more
significant than reality. As was stated earlier, the analysts were asked to
provide their perceptions of the models’ weight categories. In turn, the
perceptions by female viewers of sport television commercials as to level of
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weight are the subjects of investigation in this study. If these viewers believe
that a model is over, average, or under weight, they will form opinions
accordingly, regardless of the actual lean body mass.
The scales used for all of the dependent variables used the same number
of points as was employed by previous researchers who employed these
scales. This was done in an attempt to facilitate comparisons between the
results of this and other inquiries.
The analysts were required to specify if the models were depicted in a
(A) favorable or (B) unfavorable manner in the commercials. “Favorable” was
defined as depicting models in an advantageous and approving manner, in
a way that makes them appear to have suitable or promising qualities, such
as attractiveness, intelligence, effectiveness, admiration, alertness, maturity,
or in some other positive mode. “Unfavorable” was defined as depicting
models in a disadvantageous and disapproving manner, in a way that makes
them appear to have unsuitable or unpromising qualities, such as lack of
intelligence, ineffectiveness, not alert, immature, or in some other negative
fashion. A neutral coding category was not included, in order to provide a
forced-choice response, indicating the overall impression of the evaluation,
and avoiding an undue number of noncommittal assessments.
The analysts were also required to assess the social authority of the
models (Mastro & Stern, 2003). In turn, “social authority” is a measure designating giving advice and receiving advice to determine the social status
of the model. The underlying premise is that providers of advice possess
a greater degree of social status than those who are recipients. The analysts assorted the models into three categories: (A) giving advice, (B) receiving advice, and (C) neither, following the pattern utilized by Mastro &
Stern.
Finally, the analysts evaluated the hierarchy position of the models,
which addresses the status of the models from superior to subordinate.
Here the analysts classified the models as (A) superior, (B) subordinate, or
(C) neither—according to the degree to which they manifested authority
and power (superior) or were subject to the authority and power of others
(subordinate). This classification also follows that of Mastro & Stern (2003).
Of course, an element of subjectivity is inherent in the process of designating models by weight grouping, favorableness of depiction, social authority, and hierarchy position. This is unavoidable, since it is not always
possible to specify these variables based on visual cues. An effort to at least
partially control for this obstacle was undertaken—calculating and evaluating
coefficients of reliability, as described later in the discussion.
After the training sessions were concluded, the analysts appraised 50
commercials which were randomly drawn from the already-collected sample,
specified the weight category, and indicated if the models were depicted in
a positive or negative fashion, their social authority, and their hierarchy position. A chi-square test of homogeneity of the classifications revealed that the
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TABLE 1 Classification Category Coefficients of Reliability
Coefficients of Reliability
Category of Classification

Interrater

Test-Retest

Weight classification
Favorable or unfavorable
Social Authority
Hierarchy Position
Totals

87.2
94.1
89.9
90.4
90.4

86.4
92.5
89.3
90.7
89.7

analysts’ categorizations did not differ significantly at the .05 level–furnishing
evidence of inter-analyst reliability of the assessments.
Once the data had been tabulated and analyzed, two additional reliability checks were undertaken. Specifically, a comparison was made of the
analysts’ classifications according to weight-class status, positive or negative
portrayal, social authority, and hierarchy position, as a means of evaluating
inter-rater coefficients of reliability. These measures appear in the second
column of Table 1. Further, the analysts carried out a second classification
for a random sample of 300 of the commercials that they had previously
analyzed. This occurred four weeks after the first analysis and made possible a test-retest reliability check. The third column in Table 1 sets forth the
results of this assessment. All of the coefficients exceed the 80.0% anchor
levels set forth in the literature (Kassarjian, 1977; Gross & Sheth, 1989) as
suitable cutoff points. Calculating the estimate of reliability (I ) developed
by Perreault and Leigh (1989) extended the evaluation of reliability. These
were .871 for weight class, .919 for favorable or unfavorable, .900 for social
authority, and .905 for hierarchy position.

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH
Table 2 presents the number and the percentage of the sampled models
appearing in each of the three weight categories and the percent of the U.S.
population age 20 and older, and 8–19 years of age in each of these categories. This data is employed to assess the H1 hypothesis set forth earlier. In
order to evaluate the findings, t tests for the significance of differences between proportions were undertaken. The test was for independent samples
with the assumption of normality.
The data show that the largest number of the commercials featured
normal weight models. This was followed by underweight and overweight
models, respectively. Further, the proportion of underweight models in
the sample is much larger than the proportion of this group in the total
population for both the age 20 and higher and the age 8–19 categories. The
normal weight category proportion is also larger than the percentage of the
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587
698
89
1,374

Percent of U.S.
Population ages
20 & older
2.8%
32.7
64.5
100.0%

Percent of Total
42.7%∗∗#
50.8∗∗
6.5
100.0%

6.2%
56.1
37.7
100.0%

Percent of U.S.
Female Population
ages 8–19 Years

Sources:
Findelstein, E. A., & Trogdon, J. G. (2008). Public health interventions for addressing childhood overweight: Analysis of the business case.
American Journal of Public Health, 98(3), 411–415.
Klotter, J. (2006). Obesity in the U.S. Townsend Letter for Doctors and Patients, 49(2), 271–272.
Shortt, J. (2004). Obesity–a public health dilemma. AORN Journal, 80(6), 1069–1078.
∗∗ Indicates a proportion that is significantly larger than the proportion in the total population, according to a t test at the .05 level.
#Indicates a proportion that is significantly larger than the proportion in the age 8–19 group, according to a t test at the .05 level.

Underweight
Normal weight
Overweight
Total

Weight Classification

Number of
Commercials

TABLE 2 Models Categorized by Weight Classification
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TABLE 3 Favorable Portrayal of Models
Weight
Classification
Underweight
Normal weight
Overweight
Total

Number of
Favorable
Portrayals

Percent of
Total

519
522
46
1087

88.4%
74.8∗
51.7∗
79.1%

∗ Indicates

a proportion that is significantly smaller than the underweight proportion, according to a t test at the .05 level.

population in the 20 and older group, but it is less for the age 8–19 years
group. The sample overweight classification grouping is much less than
those for the two population groupings. The data in the table lent support
for Hypothesis one.
The next set of data was utilized to assess the degree to which the models in the various weight groups were depicted favorably or unfavorably—
relevant for Hypothesis two. Table 3 sets forth the numbers and percentages
of the advertising models that were judged as being portrayed in a favorable manner. It appears that the largest proportion was associated with the
underweight class, followed by normal weight, and overweight. Further, the
favorable percentages for the second two groups were significantly smaller
than the percentage for the latter. These results present evidence which
supports Hypothesis two.
Another analysis, addressing Hypothesis three, focused on “social authority,” a gauge which concentrates upon giving advice and receiving advice, to assess the social status of the model. The underlying premise is that
providers of advice possess a greater degree of social status than those who
are recipients. The analysis assorted the models into the following categories:
“giving advice,” “receiving advice,” and “neither.”

TABLE 4 Social Authority Status of the Models
Social Authority Status
Weight
Classification
Underweight
Normal weight
Overweight
Total
∗ Indicates

Giving advice

Receiving advice

Neither

Total

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
394
406
29
829

67.1%
58.2∗
32.6∗
60.3%

98
210
44
352

16.7%
30.1
49.4
25.6

95
82
16
193

16.2%
11.7
18.0
14.1

587
698
89
1,374

42.7%
50.8
6.5
100.0%

a proportion that is significantly smaller than the underweight proportion, appearing in the
second column of the table, according to a t test at the .05 level.
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TABLE 5 Hierarchy Position of the Models
Hierarchy Position
Weight
Classification

Superior

Subordinate

Neither

Total

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

Underweight
410
Normal weight 418
Overweight
34
Total
862

69.8%
59.9∗
38.2∗
62.7%

73
144
50
267

12.4%
20.6
56.2
21.8%

104
136
5
245

17.8%
19.5
5.6
21.1%

587
698
89
1,374

42.7%
50.8
6.5
100.0%

∗ Indicates

a proportion that is significantly smaller than the underweight proportion, appearing in the
second column of the table, according to a t test at the .05 level.

Table 4 presents the results of the tabulation. It is apparent that the underweight and normal weight subjects received a larger proportion of “giving
advice” designations than did the overweight group. In turn, the underweight
class received the largest “giving advice” and the lowest “receiving advice”
percentage. The data provide support for H3, in this case.
In the last analysis, the models were categorized by “hierarchy position,” identifying the status of the models from “superior” to “subordinate”
or as “neither,” according to the degree to which they manifested authority
and power (superior) or were subject to the authority and power of others
(subordinate) or did not exhibit either extreme (neither). The results appear
in Table 5.
According to the tabulations the normal weight and overweight groupings produced significantly smaller proportions of “superior” designations
than did the underweight class. Conversely, the latter was responsible for
a relatively small number of “subordinate” evaluations. Hence the collected
data are such that they support the fourth hypothesis.

DISCUSSION
The objective of the research reported in this paper was to assess the degree
to which sport marketing commercials in the United States represented
female models by weight category, direction (positive or negative), social
authority, and hierarchy position, according to a content analysis. It
might be expected that sport marketing commercials would involve heavy
utilization of models who were not underweight—a potentially unhealthy
condition—given the emphasis on physical accomplishment, strength,
health, and vitality which is inherent to the industry. Hypotheses were
formulated to serve as postulates for the determination of the positive or
negative status of underweight female models relative to normal weight
and overweight models. The content analysis was undertaken by trained
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analysts. These individuals designated the weight category of the commercial
models, the extent to which they were portrayed positively or negatively,
their social power, and their hierarchy position. Reliability checks on the
classifications were performed.
The results indicate that underweight and normal weight female models
appeared more frequently than was the relative composition of these groups
in the total U. S. population. The reverse was true for the overweight category. The percentage of underweight models which was detected in the
analysis was much larger, relative to the corresponding population proportion, than was the percentage for the normal weight category, supporting
hypothesis one. As to the direction of depiction, underweight female models
were depicted most favorably, followed by normal weight, and overweight.
Both normal weight and overweight models received a significantly smaller
number of favorable portrayals than did underweight models. These results
support the second hypothesis.
As to social authority status, overweight and normal weight models
received fewer notations as “giving advice” than did the underweight, supporting hypothesis three. Finally, both normal weight and overweight models received significantly smaller percentages of “superior” hierarchy position
designations than did underweight models. These results support hypothesis
four.
There are several implications of the research for marketing managers.
Overall, the research signals television sport advertiser heavy focus and very
positive depiction of underweight persons through the models that are utilized. Such advertising presents an image of an idealized person-type that
can undermine females’ self esteem by collectively omitting images that are
authentic for that type of person, such as large women (Bishop, 2000).
Nevertheless, many sport marketers may be acting on the premise that
underweight women and girls fit the ideal body posture which is prevalent
in the culture, and, thus, are more appealing models for reaching promotion goals. Further, some marketing personnel themselves may hold positive
stereotypes regarding underweight individuals, leading to bias in the choice
of models. Another causal factor may be that numerous modeling agencies
primarily employ underweight models, leading to a scarcity of normal weight
and overweight persons who could be utilized in advertisements.
Research has suggested that the utilization of larger-sized females in
advertisements can heighten heavy adolescent girls’ rating of their own self
attractiveness and self esteem (Loken & Peck, 2005). Low self esteem is a
major psychological problem, with serious side effects, such as susceptibility
to eating disorders, among the overweight (Pollitt, 2005).
There are other implications for marketing managers. This is brought
about by the realization that utilizing physically attractive models in
advertising may be in question. In this regard, Baker & Churchill (1977)
found that using attractive models had a positive effect on affective
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evaluations of the advertisement, but not on purchase intentions. A
study by Caballero, Lumpkin, & Madden (1989) of grocery shoppers’
videotapes of less/moderate/highly attractive models did not find that
the attractiveness of the model affected purchase intent for a soft drink
and cheese. Caballero & Solomon (1984) employed less/moderate/highly
attractive models for in-store displays for beer and facial tissues. They
found no effect of attractiveness on beer sales and discovered that the less
attractive model actually increased facial tissue sales. In sum, there is some
credible evidence to the effect that physical attractiveness, in, and of itself,
may not generate positive results from an advertisement (Till & Busler,
2000).
Marketing managers should realize that there are indications that the fit
between the model which appears in the advertisement and the product that
is featured is more conducive to promotion effectiveness than is the attractiveness of the model (Kahle & Homer, 1985). A very attractive model may
be appropriate for cosmetic or very physically demanding sports products
but not necessarily for detergents. A model who appears to be very thin may
be a good match for running shoes but not for promoting the Belmont Stakes
horse race. Rather, perceived expertise may be a more important attribute
for a model than is attractiveness (Till & Busler, 2000). In this regard, the
most logical model for body building equipment and training courses may
be a very muscular individual who may or may not be physically attractive
in the conventional manner. The operation of these variables may call into
question the process of favoring attractive, including very thin, models in
sport marketing television commercials.
There are indications that some marketers, their advertising agencies,
the fashion industry and some public opinion formulators in various countries are electing to adopt a more socially responsible posture as regards
overly thin models. The Council of Fashion of Designers of America has
issued voluntary guidelines to curb the use of overly thin models. The managers of Britain’s Fashion Week have indicted that no size-zero women
would be used in their shows. In addition, the organizers of Spain’s fashion week in Madrid are indicating that the standard for runway models is
too slender. Dove Financial management has launched advertisements for
Dove soap that feature average-size and overweight models. This may signal to managers that the utilization of overly thin models is no longer in
vogue.
Yet, the utilization of overly slender models in advertising continues.
Numerous advertisements for exercise equipment continue to feature very
slender women. This is also the case for fashion and beauty products
(Weingarten, 2007). Promotions for Barbie dolls, toys, and other products
for young girls continue to feature those with thin bodies (Samson, 2005).
However, some marketers are acting ethically and making efforts to conduct
advertising campaigns that meet socially responsible objectives.
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IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS
The study described in this article poses implications for socially responsible
sport advertisers. They may be well-advised to consider the use of normal
and even overweight models in their presentations, rather than relying solely
or heavily upon underweight models. This alteration could lead to less social
disparagement of excess weight persons, improved self images among this
class of individuals, lessened motivation for weight discrimination, and a
smaller incidence of eating disorders.
Those advertisers of female sport products who seek to improve the
model depiction process by avoiding overly slim models are faced with the
necessity of working with outside agencies. A decision to employ heavier
models should be conveyed to advertising agencies who handle the firm’s
account. Another positive move would be to inform modeling agencies of
the company’s policy and to indicate that heavier models are sought. This
decision may be shared with major retailers of the firm’s products, since they
have a role in carrying out the marketing strategies of their suppliers.
Further, there are implications for researchers. Further examination of
the effects of employing heavier models on the psychological and social
makeup of normal and overweight individuals and upon selected segments
of the population may be merited. Further, the present research could be
replicated, using different advertising media, such as magazines. Also, investigations could be undertaken into the receptiveness of sport marketing
advertisers to modify their promotions, as a means of circumventing the
various social and individual difficulties outlined in this article.
There are some limitations to this study. It focused specifically on television. Different research results might have been generated through an analysis of newspaper, magazine, and other media. Further, the findings were
based upon content analysis, which contains some elements of subjectivity, particularly in making judgments on the weight category, favorableness
of depiction, social authority, and hierarchy position variables. The sample
of overweight models was not large (although it was sufficient to generate
statistically significant results).
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